NEUROTRANSMITTER INTERACTIONS IN THE BASAL GANGLIA. Edited by M. Sandler, C. Feuerstein, and B. Scatton. New York, Raven Press, 1986 . 253 pp. $45.00.
Recent advances toward understanding the genetic bases of Huntington's chorea and the treatment of Parkinson's disease make current information concerning the underlying interactions in the basal ganglia very useful. The editors of Neurotransmitter Interactions in the Basal Ganglia have addressed this and other related needs by requesting papers from leading researchers worldwide. The contributions represent some of the most recent research in the field as well as the latest knowledge of the inner workings of this neural structure.
The book begins with some of the ultrastructural details of the basal ganglia, describing at length the neostriatal mosaic and the functional significance of its projections. Following this introduction, the editors present several papers that concentrate on the molecular and biophysical relationships within the system. The roles of dopamine, GABA, glutamate, and acetylcholine on various input-output systems are discussed in different permutations, as suggested by anatomical evidence. Rounding out the analysis, the final papers deal with the behavioral and motor manifestations of basal ganglia diseases and the pharmacology and genetics of neurotransmitters and their receptors.
The editors organized the book well. They built a framework for comprehending the basal ganglia with anatomical data and then filled in the details of its circuitry, using evidence from various neurotransmitter interactions. With this synthesized understanding, pathological manifestations of underlying problems were skillfully discussed.
One noticeable deficit of the book concerns its sources. The three editors, all Europeans, chose a mere two papers from laboratories in the United States. The remaining 90 percent were mostly drawn from Western European laboratories, a figure that probably does not accurately reflect the distribution of advances made in this field either qualitatively or quantitatively.
Despite the somewhat parochial nature of the collection, each entry has a current and adequate review of the specific topic with which it deals. Many of the selections do an excellent job of integrating recent advances and formulating noteworthy and insightful conclusions. The book is potentially useful to neuroscientists in need of a concise review of the field and to neurologists interested in the newest facts related to the mechanisms potentially responsible for disease. In this particular analysis, it is most instructive for the reader to recall Dr. Thomas's observations as a "watcher of science"; those essays which embrace natural phenomena, not as discrete events, but rather as complex mechanisms which weave into a larger understanding of the tickings of life. It is difficult to neglect his succinctness, humor, authority, and wonderment. The reader, too, is impressed with the refinement of natural occurrences. Dr. Thomas sparks our curiosity. His essays prance forth, demanding: "Look at this; isn't it remarkable? Isn't it worthwhile understanding this miraculous thing?" Although of a different nature from his earlier works, this slim volume embraces his zest. It does not disappoint.
And, suitably, this compendium of Lasker Award recipients is subtitled "Four Decades of Scientific Medical Progress." Chronicling significant medical discoveries and honoring their sleuths, Dr. Thomas synthesizes a seemingly disparate collection of findings and individuals into a logical, historical account. Of course, scientific solutions are often not a series of rational steps from point A to point B. Indeed, Dr. Thomas recognizes that many discoveries are accidental and "solutions" widen circles of curiosity. He aptly describes the purpose of the Lasker Awards and, in the same phrase, the variable monitoring scientific pacing as "the greatest challenge lying ahead will be in thinking up the right kinds of questions." Acknowledging the randomness and non-randomness of elucidation, Dr. Thomas honors Lasker Award prizewinners and maintains an engaging discourse with his reader; in an orderly fashion, that discourse outlines a progression of biomedical breakthroughs. He writes with insight and poise.
The Albert and Mary Lasker Foundation was established with the intent of encouraging the growth of the National Institutes of Health, providing educational resources on scientific matters, and acknowledging remarkable accomplishments through the Lasker Award. The award recognizes meritous achievements of wet-bench researchers, epidemiologists, medical journalists, philanthropists, and political figures. Divided into two broad sections, Dr. Thomas's account traces the links of discovery from 1946-1986 in the first half of the text and, in the second, provides an encyclopedia of award recipients organized into subdivisions of accomplishments in basic and clinical research, public service, and group award citations. Moreover, recipients awarded through the International Society for Rehabilitation of the Disabled, the National Committee Against Mental Illness, Planned ParenthoodWorld Population, and the American Heart Association are included within this listing.
Students of medical history as well as those simply curious about such matters will find the first portion of this book practical and illuminating; the latter half serves best as a quick reference and abridged biography of Lasker Award honorees. 
